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While I was talking I had handed brimming glasses to the
soldiers and now I offered one to the still confused official.
"Drink, Commissar, to the people of Russia. May they never
again feel the heel of masters who drink wine while the workers
and peasants are thirsty and unfed !"
"Hear, hear !" roared the soldiers in unison and hurriedly
drained off their glasses, their eyes goggling at the sight of the
bubbling liquid and fearful that something might happen even now
to prevent this so much-prized wine which they were holding in their
hands from actually entering their mouths. The Cheka official
looked rather sheepish, but probably he saw no more of confiscated
wine than did the soldiers and was merely obeying instructions in
reserving any which he discovered. Anyhow., with a muttered, "The
people !" he also tossed off the glass and the strict routine of the
search had been temporarily suspended.
But the crack in the searchers' efficiency had to be widened till
it let through a gushing tide if it was to be of any real use to us. So
I filled up glasses for them again and also for Vidiakin and myself.
We were about to drink another ambiguous toast which I thought
up on the spur of the moment when the door was thrown open and
in walked two more Cheka officials and four more soldiers. There
was an anxious moment of confusion on both sides.
I was just about to break the tension by lurching at the starers
with a loud whoop and an outstretched glass when the foremost
of them rapped out:
"What's that ? Champagne ?" And stepping to the table, filled
himself out a glass and gave it an appreciative sip. He rolled his
eyes with mock delight at which we all laughed. Next moment they
were all at the table snatching at glasses and bottles.
I wished K------had been with us to help to keep the pot boiling,
but he seemed to have disappeared. I wondered if he had made a
getaway. There was no need for me to fill the glasses. I had only to
keep some argument going to keep their minds off the business which
had brought them, and so long as the talk flowed I was sure the drink
would*
While they drank and laughed I had an opportunity to study
these representatives of the new order. As were most of the soldiers
employed on Cheka business at that time, the soldiers were either
Letts or Finns. They had the reputation of being mercenary des-
peradoes, ready for any job that offered an opportunity for loot and
the exercise of an innate coarse recklessness and brutality. They
had nothing of the Slav soul in them. Immune from temperament,
they were more reliable for this work than the average Russian,
whose imagination laid him much more open to appeals either to his